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Abstract
The current study used a multi-generational and qualitative approach to examine perceptions of what parents/grandparents
taught their children/grandchildren about finances. Qualitative interviews were conducted with 98 participants consisting
of 77 college students, 13 parents and eight grandparents. Team-based qualitative analyses of these interviews revealed
three consistent themes: (1) the importance of setting financial goals, (2) planning and acting to meet financial goals, and
(3) understanding the time value of money. About 70% of participants mentioned at least one of the three main themes in
their interviews. In general, parents and grandparents held regret for not providing financial lessons earlier in life, while
students demonstrated gratitude for helpful conversations and good examples from parents. Implications are discussed for
practitioners, educators, and parents.
Keywords Financial socialization · Financial goals · Parenting · Family finance · Emerging adults · Qualitative
Recent research shows that many emerging adults lack
important financial knowledge and abilities (Babiarz and
Robb 2014; Lusardi et al. 2010). This is especially problematic as financial challenges have become more complex,
including the repayment of sizable student loan debt and
planning for future goals (e.g., home purchases, retirement, etc.) (Jorgensen and Savla 2010; Xiao et al. 2014).
As researchers, practitioners, educators, and policy makers
seek to improve financial knowledge, attitudes, skills, and
behaviors in young adults, research suggests that a focus on
financial socialization in the home is especially valuable. To
this end, studies have shown that children learn more about
finances from their parents than from any other sources (Jorgensen and Savla 2010; Kim et al. 2011; Lusardi et al. 2010).
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Literature Review
Parents have the greatest impact on children’s financial
learning through teaching and role modeling (Clarke et al.
2005; Grinstein-Weiss et al. 2012; Jorgensen and Savla 2010;
Serido et al. 2010). The financial knowledge, attitudes, and
behaviors developed during childhood often carry into adulthood, and influence financial independence and financial
capability during adulthood (Bucciol and Veronesi 2014;
Grinstein-Weiss et al. 2012; Kim and Chatterjee 2013). The
financial independence and capability first learned in childhood are important to individual wellbeing and influence
many other aspects of life, including marriage and family
relationships (Britt and Huston 2012; Dew 2007; Kerkmann
et al. 2000). In contrast, a lack of financial competence is
often followed by personal, familial, and societal problems
(Clarke et al. 2005; Hira 2012; Xiao et al. 2014).
As a part of teaching children financial knowledge and
fostering capability, it is important for parents to help their
children learn how to set financial goals and to plan and
act for the future. As children approach the transition into
adulthood, it is important for parents to help their children
be prepared to use their financial skills and knowledge to
accomplish their future goals, such as gaining a college education, establishing financial independence, and acquiring
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assets including home ownership (Hillman et al. 2015; Kim
and Chatterjee 2013; Kim et al. 2011). Helping children
prepare for their financial future also includes assuring they
will have access to financial resources as adults (Huang et al.
2015; Jorgensen and Savla 2010). Setting financial goals
and then planning and acting to meet those goals are key
aspects of financial literacy (Jorgensen and Savla 2010) and
appropriate socialization in these domains can have longterm impacts on children’s futures (Grinstein-Weiss et al.
2012). Specifically, those who learn to plan ahead financially
have greater financial security and stability (MacEwen et al.
1995), as well as greater overall financial well-being (Drever
et al. 2015). Thus, it is important for parents to financially
educate their children regarding how to make financial plans
and prepare for adulthood. This is especially true because a
lack of financial education hampers the achievement of longterm goals, such as home ownership, educational pursuits,
retirement planning, and asset accumulation (GrinsteinWeiss et al. 2012; Huang et al. 2015).
One of the most common and vital ways parents can
teach their children about financial planning and goal setting is by teaching children to save and invest (Bucciol and
Veronesi 2014; Hira et al. 2013). Providing opportunities
for children to save and invest teaches them how to have
self-control and gain future-orientation perspectives (Drever
et al. 2015), accumulate assets to take care of their future
needs (Bucciol and Veronesi 2014; Friedline 2015; Kim and
Chatterjee 2013), and establish healthy saving and investing
behaviors in adulthood (Bucciol and Veronesi 2014; Hira
et al. 2013). In addition, when children have opportunities
to save and invest, they will be better prepared to pay for
college expenses and avoid excessive student debt (Hillman
et al. 2015; Huang et al. 2015; Jorgensen and Savla 2010;
Kim et al. 2011); a financial goal that is common in most
families (Huang et al. 2015). As parents help their children
learn principles of saving and investing, including an applied
understanding of the time value of money and compound
interest, it is important to help children begin saving at an
early age (Drever et al. 2015; Friedline 2015; Kim et al.
2011). Providing children with the opportunity to practice
saving and investing within the home lays the foundation for
their future financial independence and wellbeing (Beverly
and Burkhalter 2005; Grusec and Hastings 2015).
The theoretical foundations for the importance of teaching children within the home about financial planning and
goal setting are rooted in several theories. Our study primarily uses Gudmunson and Danes’ (2011) family financial
socialization model to explain the processes of financial
education that occur through implicit family interaction and
explicit parental teaching. Researchers have found that as
parents teach their children to set financial goals and plan
for the future, parents should both implicitly model healthy
financial planning behaviors and explicitly use a variety of
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methods to teach their children (Bucciol and Veronesi 2014;
Friedline 2015; MacEwen et al. 1995). This study also integrates some foundation elements of social learning theory
(Bandura 1986) in that most extant related studies and our
own empirical data indicate that a parent’s financial behavior
may have a strong influence on children’s financial learning. As children observe and interact with their parents in a
familial and social context, children tend to adopt the attitudes and behaviors they observe in their parents. Further,
these tendencies are not temporary. Researchers have found
that children whose parents model healthy financial behaviors will likely imitate those behaviors not only in childhood
but are likely to carry them into adulthood (Jorgensen et al.
2017; Shim et al. 2010).
The purpose of the current study is to qualitatively
describe the socialization of financial planning, goal setting, and goal-related action in the context of the family.
Specifically, we describe what emerging adults, parents, and
grandparents repeatedly reported about parental socialization regarding the importance of setting financial goals,
planning and acting to meet financial goals, and understanding the time value of money. The current study provides a
deeper understanding of the influence parents can have on
their children when it comes to helping children develop a
healthy financial vision for their lives. We hope the experiences of our three generations of participants (college-aged
children, parents, and grandparents) can provide insight into
family financial socialization and offer some implied directions for future research on this vital topic.

Methods
Sample
The convenience sample for the full study, the Whats and
Hows of Family Financial $ocialization project (LeBaron
et al. 2018), included 153 participants, including 128 undergraduate students (ages 18–30) enrolled in family finance
classes at three universities (a private university in the West
interviewed January–May 2015, a public university in the
Midwest interviewed October–December 2016, and a state
university in the Southwest interviewed October–December
2016). Family finance classes were the source of recruitment as (1) several project leads taught these classes and
could access this population and (2) the research was relevant to student learning. Students were offered extra credit
for participation. However, not all students who agreed to
participate were interviewed—purposive sampling was
used to increase the racial and ethnic diversity of the sample. Additionally, 17 parents and eight grandparents of these
students were also interviewed, thereby providing reports
and perspectives from three generations (college student,
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her/his parent, and her/his grandparent). The full study sample was 63% female (97 of 153) and 37% male (56 of 153).
The racial composition of the sample was 71% (108 of 153)
White and 29% (45 of 153) ethnic and/or racial minority
(including African American, Asian, Latino/a, and Pacific
Islander) individuals.
From this larger project, a sample of participants who
spontaneously offered comments related to the current
study’s concern of “Financial Vision” were employed. Daly
(1992) has stated, “With qualitative methods, the focus is
not on identifying structural or demographic trends in families, but rather on the processes by which families create,
sustain, and discuss their own family realities” (p. 4). In the
present study, the family “reality” of concern is the creation
of “Financial Vision.” Interview-based qualitative methods
are of special utility in describing, capturing, and reflecting
the meaning making that occurs in connection with “Financial Visions.” This sample included 98 participants from
95 interviews (see “Appendix” section), consisting of 77
students, 13 parents, and eight grandparents. More specifically, the “Financial Vision” sample included 33 males and
65 females (Table 1). The racial composition of the sample
was 63% White (62 of 98) and 37% (36 of 98) ethnic and/or
racial minority (including Asian, Latino/a, Pacific Islander,
and African American) individuals. The sample included
65% from a private Western university, 24% from a public
Midwest university, and 10% from a state university in the
Southwest (Table 2).

Procedures
Semi-structured qualitative interviews were conducted by
trained team members either face-to-face or over-the-phone.
All in-person interviews were conducted in a research
office on a university’s campus, with student interviews
typically lasting 15–30 min and parent/grandparent interviews typically lasting 30–45 min. Each interview began
with two open-ended questions: (1) “What did your parents teach you about money?” and (2) “How did they teach
you those things?” Follow-up questions were then asked to
garner further information from participants based on their
Table 1  Gender and race
participant characteristics

Male
Count
Total count
Student
Parent
Grandparent
%

33
27
4
2
34%

Table 2  Participant university locations
Western private
Count
%

Midwest public

64
65%

Southwest state

24
24%

10
10%

Counts and percentages are for current subsample of the present
study; parent and grandparent location associated with student locale
(i.e., parent or grandparent could have lived in different location than
student)

responses. In addition to the previous two questions, parent
and grandparent interviews also focused on the queries: (1)
“What did you teach your children about money?” and (2)
“How did you teach those things?” Interviews were digitally
recorded and then transcribed verbatim. Data were coded
and analyzed using a systematic, team-based methodology,
described in the next section.

Qualitative Coding and Analyses
A team-based approach to qualitative data collection, coding, and analysis was intentionally designed to produce
“more valid, reliable, and rigorous qualitative research” than
the solo researcher approach often employed in qualitative
research (Marks 2015, p. 494). Based on Marks (2015), four
methodological phases were followed: (1) “Developing the
interview protocol and defining the sample,” (2) “data collection and coding,” (3) “caching the rocks and gems for
each theme,” and (4) “placing the gems in the qualitative
research crown” (pp. 496–497). This team-based approach
integrates several strategies for providing greater reliability,
including: (a) developing a detailed audit trail for sampling,
questionnaire usage, and qualitative coding that demonstrate
and provide a “replicable method of inquiry” (Marks 2015,
p. 499); (b) having a diverse qualitative research team in
terms of project related diversity (i.e., researchers came
from a variety of financial backgrounds and family structure types); and (c) coding in pairs with a focus on interrater reliability that allows for multiple voices to be heard
and conveyed while providing checks and balances for the
biases of each team member. Detailed explanation of the

Female

White

65
50
9
6
66%

62
48
8
6
63%

Hispanic

21
16
3
2
21%

Asian

6
6
0
0
6%

Pacific Islander

3
3
0
0
3%

African
American
6
4
2
0
6%

Counts and percentages are for current subsample of the present study
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four-phase, 34-step process are available (Marks 2015, pp.
494–495). However, in overview, the qualitative data were
analyzed by ten research team members, who were divided
into five coding pairs. Each member of the coding pair independently open coded their assigned interviews line-by-line
and then met with their partner to review their open codes
in a check and balance system, resolving discrepancies as
they arose. Composite inter-rater reliability was very high,
over.90 (approximately 95%), for the themes presented in
the present article. Coded excerpts were cataloged employing NVivo 11 qualitative software. Only emergent themes
documented by all team members and pairs were “designated with the carefully reserved appellation of core theme”
(Marks 2015, p. 503, emphasis in original).
Initially, seven overarching themes emerged from analysis
of the interviews including the theme of Financial Vision
(for details on the other themes, see LeBaron et al. 2018).
Financial Vision was operationalized as teaching which
focused on long-term financial outcomes and preparing to
meet those outcomes. After coding for the seven overarching
themes, further coding of hundreds of excerpts (“nodes”)
from Financial Vision were conducted to identify further
themes. From this coding, three components of Financial
Vision emerged: The Importance of Setting Financial Goals,
Planning and Acting to Meet Financial Goals, and Understanding the Time Value of Money. A numerical content
analysis (Table 3) revealed that the theme of The Importance of Setting Financial Goals was identified a total of
171 times, an average of 2.2 references per interview (RPI).
Planning and Acting to Meet Financial Goals was identified
by our team 167 times, with 2.2 RPI. The theme Understanding the Time Value of Money was identified by our team
87 times, with 1.7 RPI.

Findings
In this section we present each of the three identified
themes relating to “Financial Vision” with 20 supportive
and illustrative excerpts from the participants’ interviews.
In our intentional decision to present numerous excerpts of

Table 3  Numerical content
analysis

primary data, we seek to employ a “choir director” approach
as opposed to that of a “diva soloist” who prefers researcher
interpretation and explanation to participants’ voices (Marks
2015, p. 503). We prefer this approach as it allows readers to repeatedly hear participants’ own voices instead of
researcher explanation, thus allowing readers to better
understand participants and the themes identified. Pseudonyms are used when sharing participant excerpts.
We first present findings for the theme of The Importance of Setting Financial Goals, a theme concerning making future aspirations involving finances. Second, we present findings for the theme of Planning and Acting to Meet
Financial Goals. This theme concerns ensuring future aspirations are realized through financial planning and behavior.
Lastly, we present findings for the theme Understanding the
Time Value of Money, a theme which addresses participants’
socialization about earning or paying interest.
Interview excerpts are accompanied with various identifiers. All quotes identify the individual’s gender. Most quotes
identify the age of the participant but, in some cases, ages
were not available. Family member type is, by default, a
student unless noted as a parent or grandparent.

Theme 1: The Importance of Setting Financial Goals
Throughout the coding process, 82% of participants in the
subsample mentioned that the importance of setting financial goals was taught in their families. Amy, a 19-year-old
female, said,
Even though my parents have a lot of money, they
don’t like spending it on unnecessary things, which I
appreciate. I definitely learned by their example that
we don’t need everything that we can afford. [W]hen
we would get money for birthdays or something, they
would tell us that it was important to save and have a
goal to save for.
At least nine participants discussed paid work in the context of setting financial goals, including Ally, who shared
how her parents encouraged her to set goals when she started
babysitting.

Theme

# References

# Sources

% Interviews
with theme (%)

Average # Ref. per Int.

Set financial goals
Plan to meet financial goals
Time value of money
Totals (averages)

171
167
87
425 (141.7)

78
75
50
203 (67.7)

82
79
53
214 (70)

2.2
2.2
1.7
6.16 (2.1a)

Calculations were made based on the 98 interviews that spontaneously addressed “Financial Vision,” not
on the 153 total interviews conducted in the larger study

a
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As I started getting older and started babysitting,
my parents really encouraged me like, “Well, if you
want money to do something, [try something like]
babysitting. You can save some of your money or
maybe think about what it is that you want to buy and
stick it in your little jar and set aside your tithing.”
And they were pretty good about… reinforcing the
need for me to earn my own income and do that but
I always knew that they would be there to back me
up if I didn’t have enough money to do something
or when I wanted to go to [a summer camp] and I
couldn’t pay for all of it. They were good about [saying], “Okay, well, you can chip in half and we’ll do
half.”
In addition to being taught the general principle of having an individual financial goal, at least two families had
a shared financial goal. The above participant, Ally, also
discussed, “I was pretty conscious of the fact that we were
trying to save money to be able to go to Disneyland [as a
family].”
At least nine participants discussed a parent–child
partnership when it came to financial goals. A 53-yearold mother, Alma, shared how they paired up with their
children to achieve the child’s goal of going to Especially
for Youth, a week-long summer camp for teenagers. The
mother explained, “So my kids, to go, we paid half of the
money. They had to pay for the other half, which would
include saving a little every month. So that was a goal that
they had to do [for] a whole year. And that’s something
they enjoyed. So it gives them more meaning when they
pay for it.”
In a similar example, an 80-year-old grandmother, Adeline, told of a time she worked with her children on creating their own vacation destination as a financial goal,
There was a time when we were moving to South
Africa and we were going to travel. We let them
choose some places that they wanted to stop. London
was one of them that they chose. They chose Holland,
they chose Greece, they chose Israel, there was another
place, and we told them we could stop there and suggested they earn some of the money. We hung a map
on the wall with the pins with each of the places we
were going to stop and as they earned their money they
had a thread or a string that would get them to the next
place as they earned enough money. So, it was more
fun and a game than us saying they had to do it…if
they wanted the money to spend then they would need
to work for it and they did. They did jobs and stuff for
that. So we didn’t just give them money, they earned it.
Not all teaching was positive. At least two participants
expressed mistakes they or others had made related to
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financial goal setting. One male parent, Kurt, shared how
their using credit cards poorly negatively influenced their
children’s views of making purchases. He explained,
When [our kids] were young, I think we made one
fatal mistake…we had just finished college, we used
our credit card quite a bit. Not excessively, but it was,
you know, “buy something this month and then pay
it off.” So the kids saw more when they were young
about choosing [the] card. And so in their tween type
of years when they were really starting to talk about
“lets buy nice shoes, or fingernails or designer whatever.” If we say no that doesn’t really fly, they would
say “just use the card.”
During another conversation, Kurt explained how they
failed to teach their children about setting goals to invest for
their future. He states,
On the investing side they know that Mom and Dad are
saving for retirement, but we have not talked to them
about “you know as soon as you can get $1000 saved
put it in an IRA.” Add a little bit here or there, start
when you’re 21. We haven’t done that, which we still
have time because none of them are 21 yet, but that’s
something that we did not engrain early. So I’m hoping, well now I have to fly by the seat of my pants and
say “remember start saving now for when you’re 60.”
Which is hard for them to fathom but that’s just how
you have to play the game now. It’s what you need to
do. So in that part we have been lacking…
As described above, various savings strategies were
employed by parents to encourage their children to save. In
other instances, parents were remorseful about poor spending behaviors. Those who had well-defined, common-interest goals seemed to be the most successful in forming early,
positive financial management behaviors among their children. The next theme Planning and Acting to Meet Financial
Goals highlights how these goals were met.

Theme 2: Planning and Acting to Meet Financial
Goals
Planning and Acting to Meet Financial Goals was the second theme that emerged from the analysis and was mentioned by 79% of participants in the sample. This theme is
closely associated with The Importance of Setting Financial
Goals. While Setting Financial Goals addressed a vision
for one’s future, the theme Planning and Acting to Meet
Financial Goals addressed putting future financial goals into
action in the immediate present. A 76-year-old grandmother,
Ruby, stressed the importance of having a financial plan with
her children,
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We would have talks and plan about what was
expected. We would plan out who would do what to
earn so much money or whatever. We felt that they
should pay their way. We grew up paying our way!…
In our planning meetings, we would talk about, “What
do you want to do and how are you going to get the
money to do that?” We would talk that through.
This idea of having a plan and “paying [one’s] way” was
echoed by Neal, a 23-year-old male, who recalled,
[Growing up] there’s certain things that I wanted and
[my parents] made me save up to pay at least a part
of those. So I moved to America when I was sixteen.
When I wanted to go back to England in the summer
I had to pay for at least a part of my ticket. It’s usually around $1500 to go back so I had to pay part of
that. Just things like that, they made sure that I knew
that this part was my responsibility and then [they]
direct[ed] me to know what I needed to do make up
that responsibility.
Looking back on raising their children, Ron, a 55-year-old
father, shared how having financial goals was important in
their parenting. He said,
“I guess the point is, we helped them see what they
needed to do to achieve the goals that they had and
then help them do that. [We wanted to] help them work
those plans and achieve those goals.”
For Alex, a 23-year-old male, planning and acting to meet
financial goals was associated with financial planning later
in life. He explained how his parents’ emphasis on planning
affected his later buying habits,
My parents taught me [about] wise planning and thinking ahead. Look ahead to what you actually need the
money for. I have been wanting to buy an acoustic guitar for a while but I just haven’t done it because… [it’s]
just going to drain my money. And it’s not part of my
goals for the future with school and family, which are
far more important than a nicer guitar.
Similarly, Teresa, a 52-year-old mother, shared how
achieving financial goals was adapted for each child. She
recalled,
[How to achieve goals] really depended on each child,
what their activities were, and what was reasonable.
I think that as a rule, the general rule as parents [was
that] we worked with the individual child to come up
with what was a reasonable goal.
Kurt, a father quoted previously, shared an experience
illustrating that planning and acting to meet financial goals
means being disciplined by sometimes saying “no.” He said,
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So from the time they could understand money, if they
would ask for something at the store… we would ask,
“How much is it?” So they had to identify price. So
we’re helping them identify what value supposedly it
holds according to the company who’s selling it. And
then we would say, “How much money do we have
now, and what did we come to the store to get?” [W]e
would talk about that. And then we would ask, “Is this
item on our list?” and they would say “No.” Then we
would talk about being able to plan ahead basically.
So we were trying to teach them very young to avoid
impulse buying. That didn’t always work, sometimes
they were persistent, and we realized that we had a
little extra so we… you don’t want to say no all the
time… [We] wanted [them to]… know, “Realize that
you need to say no once in a while so that you can say
yes to the even better things that might be more longer
lasting to you.”
In addition to a link between financial planning and discipline, planning and acting to meet financial goals were
linked to a focus on saving for Gus, an 88-year-old grandfather. He discussed this idea of saving and planning when
he said, “I told [my children] to work around the home and
then when they got old enough to get a job… save your
money cause you’re gonna need to get money to go to college, you’re gonna need money to do this or do that, pretty
much anything it takes money.”
Echoing this idea of saving and planning, William, a
24-year-old male, shared,
I wanted to buy a Game Boy Advance [electronic toy]
when I was 9 years old. So my parents said, “Yeah,
you can definitely have that. You’ll have to save up for
it though.” So every month I got my little bit of allowance, I’d do a few more chores on the side to get a few
more dollars, and I can still remember purchasing the
Game Boy. Even after that moment, like when I got a
job for myself, I feel that event impacted me to save all
[my] money, and… use it for something [I] want later.
Kurt, one of the fathers quoted earlier, recalled how he
regrets not being taught about planning ahead for financial
goals by his parents and how he had to learn instead from
life experiences that might have cost him a lot of money.
He recalls,
[Planning ahead is] something I did not get from my
parents. With their limited education, it’s not because
they didn’t go to college but there is something about
higher education that kind of refines your mind to
focus on financial goals for the most part. To help you
know how to better manage money. Because first of all
it’s expensive to graduate college so you have to find a
way to get through that anyway. So then you learn the
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value of that long-term thinking. So when I went to
college I was kind of like “oh they’re going to give me
student loans? Awesome!” So we were no exception
but we look back and think we could probably have
lived on half. Half is really what we needed from what
we borrowed. We weren’t smart enough.
While setting financial goals was reportedly important,
helping children/grandchildren to plan and act in ways that
would help to meet these goals was a second vital and recurring theme in the participants’ responses. The ideas of putting these plans into action by establishing steps for achieving the goals, practicing discipline, and linking the goals
with the actions were important to many of our participants
as they strove to teach their children about finances. However, these examples reflect actions taken in the present to
meet short-term, mostly non-essential goals. The following
section describes the more challenging aspects of helping
young savers understand the long-term benefits of sound
financial management.

Theme 3: Understanding the Time Value of Money
Our third and final theme, Understanding the Time Value
of Money, was mentioned by 53% of the participants in
the sample. Understanding the Time Value of Money was
defined as the idea that money held in banks or investment
vehicles can grow wealth or that borrowed funds typically
accumulate interest. At least three participants were taught
this principle through hands-on experience. Alma, a mother
whose experience we shared previously, taught her children
through this experiential method:
We had a lesson where we put in a jar, one dollar. And
I think it went for 30 days. And every day we’re adding ten percent, which is highly exaggerated, but we
really wanted them to see the difference. So we did 10
percent every day. Every day for…30–60 days. But
by the end, I mean you’re adding that 10 percent, 10
percent, 10 percent, it adds up. So, they were able to
see the amount of money that was in there and how the
money in savings is growing. Leave it there, and that
money is growing. Savings doesn’t get that much, but
we wanted them to make sure to leave it there so the
money can grow.
A female participant (#8) similarly mentioned how a family bank helped her learn about the time value of money,
“[My Dad] really wanted to do this family bank… and teach
us about savings and interest… so every… allowance [my
parents] would sit down and… put [some of it] directly into
[the family bank].”
At least seven other families took the approach of using
commercial financial vehicles to teach their children about
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the benefits of interest. Alex, a student we quoted earlier,
recalled,
My family has done a lot of shows here in the local
theater… so whenever I did a show I would get that
money and about half of that money went towards
purchasing government bonds. And so that was the
first time I really ever experimented with investing
and my parents just gave me the basic concept that
you put your money in and wait a really long time
and when you go to take it out, your money essentially doubled. They told me that with government
bonds your money is typically a lot safer than corporate bonds or stocks. So when I was pretty young
I understood the basic concept of investment. I was
about 10 or 11 years old.
Joseph, a 22-year-old male, similarly shared how he used
commercial investments due to his father’s influence. He
recalled, “So my Dad, he’s not an economist or anything,
but he definitely taught me in high school to start investing,
so I started investing in high school, I still have been investing money.”
In addition to family banks or commercial investments,
Kody, a 21-year-old male, recollected learning about the
time value of money by watching his parents manage investments. He said,
I knew my Dad invested. With the first company he
worked for he was involved in the stock shares… he
could get discounted stocks from that company and
he taught me a little bit about that early on. Now that
I’m in school I understand them a little better. But
I remember he told me what a dividend check was
because he got that in the mail twice a year and I saw
how much they were for and I was really impressed
because I thought, “He’s just getting that just from having [bought the stocks]… and he’s not having to do
anything extra… [T]hat is a real check for real money.”
And I thought that was really neat and that kind of
piqued my interest in investing.
Nate, a 23-year-old male, similarly reported,
[My Dad] and my Mom, the first thing they do in the
morning is read scriptures and the second thing they
do is look at stocks and then they go eat breakfast. I
guess him being wise in his investment kind of shows
me the importance of investing.
Besides being an example or providing hands-on experience, Nancy, a grandmother, remembered that her parents
simply told her about the importance of the time-value of
money. She shared, “We tried to explain that when you are
in debt you are paying interest. When you are in investments
you are getting interest.”
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Paula, a female student, expressed regret in not asking
more about investing and that her parents would have taught
her more. She recalled,
Yeah, I remember going with them to the bank with
the first $2000 I had earned from working in the first
8 or 9 months. My dad took me to the bank and we
set up two certificates of deposit and I remember him
trying to explain to me what it was but I remember not
really following but not wanting to question because I
didn’t really think much of it at the time. I wish I had
asked more at the time in terms of what I was doing
with that money, which was nice, because he actually
put it into a mutual fund and it’s actually made money
over the years which is nice. Now it’s my husband and
my account. But I wish they would’ve taught me more
about investing because now as an adult, they have
been very smart with their money and investing and
I didn’t hardly know anything about investing until
about 2 years ago when I actually kind of got interested
in it. Wise insurance and all that stuff, which I hadn’t
really thought of when I was younger.
A general theme from the results suggests that parents
and grandparents were highly motivated by their own past
experiences and possessed a generative desire to pass valuable information on to their children that would benefit their
children and grandchildren financially in the future. Some
emerging adults in the study reported a sense of gratitude for
the efforts their parents made to teach them sound financial
practices (explicitly or implicitly), and how they still employ
those practices today.

Discussion
The current study qualitatively described financial socialization in the context of the family. More specifically, we
described what emerging adults reported about lessons their
parents taught them regarding the importance of setting
financial goals, planning and acting to meet financial goals,
and understanding the time value of money. The study also
included responses from parents and grandparents regarding the financial strategies they employed to teach concepts
considered to be the most important for their children to
learn (e.g., saving up for and buying their own highly desired
goods, saving up and contributing toward desired activities
like travel and special summer camps). It is important to
note that visions, goals, and lessons about the time value of
money were taught (and received) quite differently from one
family to the next. While the general topics may have been
similar, the specific teachings and teaching methods were
not the same. In some instances, explicit communication was
not reportedly necessary to have an impact on the receiver of
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the information (e.g., a son observing the consistent receipt
of dividend checks by his father, or a daughter observing
the daily financial practices of her parents). When financial knowledge was imparted explicitly, it typically came
in the form of planning meetings or individual goal-setting
discussions.
Having a vision for the future aids in goal setting by providing a direction towards which the individual can focus
their attention in the face of competing interests. Setting
goals and then establishing action plans to accomplish those
goals provides a foundation for realizing one’s financial
vision. Indeed, the current study provides a deeper understanding of the influence (positive or negative) parents can
have on their children when it comes to having and actualizing a financial vision in their lives.
The importance of setting goals and planning how those
goals would be met came up many times in the interviews
(99 times and 90 times, respectively). Reported goals ranged
from going to college, staying debt free, and saving for
desired purchases such as summer camp fees or vacations.
Sometimes parents suggested goals for their children, other
times parents helped children identify their own goals, and
other times families had a shared financial goal.
Understanding time value of money, along with compound interest, motivates people to save and invest as early
as possible while staying out of debt (Kim and Chatterjee
2013). This theme was addressed more than 70 times by
participants. More specifically, participants repeatedly mentioned the importance of putting money aside and letting it
grow. Having money work for you instead of spending it all
now was emphasized by parents and grandparents. Many
emerging adults reportedly learned this principle through the
example of their parents as well as through direct teaching
from parents. To help their children learn to save and plan
for the future, some parents created their own private financial structure (referred to in some instances as “the family
bank”) while others employed the use of traditional banks
and simple investment vehicles such as government bonds.

Implications
The findings reported here have important implications for
parents, families, and practitioners who work with families.
Helping emerging adults form a financial vision of their
future lays the foundation for future financial independence
and wellbeing. However, this foundation needs to begin early
in life. If a child wants to attend college, and the parents
expect the child’s help in paying for this college education,
saving money needs to be prioritized and commenced long
before the child reaches his/her senior year of high school.
These discussions and lessons can begin in the early teenage
years, or even sooner, to help the child establish these goals,
to develop a plan, and to act on and achieve that plan and the
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subsequent end goal(s). Through these processes, leveraging
the positive effects of compound interest can be prioritized
as the child watches the amount of money saved grow over
time—while striving to avoid unnecessary debt. Many parents already intentionally teach their child to save a portion
of their money, yet the purpose for this saving is not always
made clear. Helping parents to explain the why for saving
money (e.g., setting financial goals), while also developing
a plan to achieve these goals can help to motivate a child or
adolescent into adopting these positive financial behaviors.
Young adults, who learned explicitly from their parents,
believe they have better financial attitudes and behaviors
than those who reportedly learned only through implicit
means (Jorgensen and Savla 2010). Indeed, Solheim et al.
(2011) suggest that how parents teach their children about
finances may be more important than what they teach their
children. As parents are more intentional in their teaching of
financial principles, a strong foundation is more likely to be
set for their children’s (and grandchildren’s) future financial
wellness.
Because parents tend to have the greatest impact on their
children’s financial wellness (Grinstein-Weiss et al. 2012;
Serido et al. 2010), practitioners and educators can support
parents as they teach their children to set financial goals, to
plan and act to meet those financial goals, and to understand
and utilize the time value of money and compounding interest in their own favor. Parents are the primary source for
children to learn about money, both through teaching and via
role modeling behaviors (Grinstein-Weiss et al. 2012; Serido
et al. 2010), yet many parents may not feel comfortable discussing finances with their children. Reasons frequently
reported for this parental discomfort include not wanting
children to be concerned with financial issues, parents lacking their own understanding of financial concepts, parents
not practicing (“living out”) positive financial behaviors
themselves, and parents considering money to be a taboo
topic (Romo 2011).
We think it noteworthy that Serido et al. (2010) found
the quality of parent–child communication about finances
was an important predictor of young adult’s overall financial
well-being. Practitioners and educators can help parents to
overcome some of the aforementioned concerns by providing workshops on how to discuss money with children and
by providing information or resources that can help parents
more effectively communicate positive financial behaviors to
their own children. Not all families need to provide a “family bank,” as some participants in the current study did, but
finding ways to visually illustrate that money can grow over
time can be a valuable teaching tool. In addition, utilizing
certificates of deposit or other interest-earning vehicles on
behalf of children can be beneficial. There are also valuable
online tools, such as compound interest calculators, that can
be used to highlight how interest can be a valuable tool for
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future financial wellbeing—or the compounding interest on
debts can be counterproductive, if not crushing. Introducing these educational resources to parents can help them to
feel more comfortable as they discuss finances with their
children.
Practitioners and educators can also prompt parents to
explore their own views and beliefs about money. Money
tends to have powerful symbolic meanings, that influence
how people treat and discuss it (Shapiro 2007). One possibility is to encourage parents to explore their history with
money, including recalling first memories of money, reflecting on how their parents talked about money, and remembering disagreements about money, etc. (Shapiro 2007). By
exploring and better understanding their own beliefs and
histories regarding money, parents may be able to more
effectively teach their children about money, including the
sharing of their own experiences with money and how these
experiences have positively and/or negatively influenced
them and their own well-being.
Helping parents teach their children these valuable financial lessons can benefit not only the children, but also the
parents and their relationship with their children. Helping to
set family and individual financial goals and developing a
plan to meet those goals can allow parents to bond with their
children while working towards these goals. At the same
time, such lessons can help children develop the financial
knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors needed later in life. The
financial knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors developed during childhood often carry into adulthood, not only affecting
the financial independence and capability of adults (Bucciol
and Veronesi 2014; Grinstein-Weiss et al. 2012; Kim and
Chatterjee 2013), but also influencing the quality of their
marital and family relationships (Britt and Huston 2012;
Dew 2007). In summary, improving financial behaviors early
in life has the potential to improve other aspects of their life,
not only financial outcomes. This socialization process starts
in the home with parents leading the way.

Limitations
This study has several limitations. First, our study only
included university students enrolled in a family finance class.
Although students were interviewed from multiple universities, those taking a family finance class could be similar in
their interest in this topic. Other college students, or emerging
adults who choose not to attend college, could be qualitatively
different. Similarly, parents or grandparents of college students
may be more likely to teach their children the importance of
having financial goals and planning for the future than parents
of emerging adults who do not attend college. A second limitation is that the qualitative interviews were based on subjective,
retrospective reports. Students, parents, and grandparents may
have remembered experiences differently than they actually
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occurred. Research indicates that we all tend to engage in variations of revisionist history, often without being fully aware
that we are adjusting events and details (Gilbert 2006). Finally,
there was a relatively small sample of parents and grandparents. Although we seemed to have enough multigenerational
qualitative data, interviewing additional parents and grandparents may have provided additional insights. We encourage
future research to include a larger parent/grandparent sample.

Conclusion
Helping children plan for the future through setting financial
goals and planning how to accomplish their goals can lead to
feeling more in control financially and being more financially
capable. Financial goals create a vision for an emerging adult’s
future, where they see themselves making wise financial decisions, leading to improved financial wellbeing. The experiences of our participants provide insight into how parents can
shape the financial futures of their children. Additionally, educators and practitioners can assist parents in this effort. Energy
spent on teaching younger generations to set wise financial
goals and then to plan and act for the future can lead to a more
secure financial future—more secure at individual, marital,
intergenerational, and societal levels. Of all early influences,
parents have the greatest impact on their children’s financial
vision, therefore, they should do all they can to positively influence the financial capability of their children and lay a sound
foundation for future financial independence and wellbeing.
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Appendix
There was a total of 98 participants, however, 95 interviews
were conducted with the current subsample. The discrepancy is attributed to three interviews in which partners in
romantic relationships were interviewed together. Hence
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the additional three participants over and above the 95
interviews. One of these partnered interviews came from
a student couple, one from a parent couple, and one from a
grandparent couple.
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